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Colombian President Ernesto Samper and three of his cabinet ministers testified in late March
about links between the Cali drug cartel and the president's election campaign. Their depositions
could ultimately lead to Samper's impeachment, while his ministers could go to jail. Samper still
appears determined not to step down, despite increasing calls for his resignation. However, for the
first time, he has begun to discuss holding early elections. Last December, Colombia's House of
Representatives' Accusations Commission found insufficient evidence to pursue charges against
Samper and shelved its investigation of the president.
Nevertheless, on Feb. 14 Chief Prosecutor Alfonso Valdivieso filed formal charges against the
president, climaxing a 19-month investigation by his office (see NotiSur, 01/05/96 and 01/26/96). The
charges include illicit enrichment, electoral fraud, falsifying documents, and carrying out a coverup.
As a result, on Feb. 20 the House commission announced that it had reopened its probe into charges
that Samper took more than US$6 million from the Cali drug cartel for his 1994 campaign. The
process is not expected to end before July, unless Samper resigns before then. If the Accusations
Commission finds the charges have merit, it must take the matter to the full 165-member House of
Representatives. If that body accepts the evidence, it will recommend impeachment proceedings by
the 102-seat Senate.
At that point, the president would have to take a leave until the political trial is concluded. If
the Senate finds Samper guilty, it could also recommend that the Supreme Court file criminal
proceedings against him. However, regardless of what action it takes, the commission has little
credibility. Ten of the 15 members belong to Samper's Partido Liberal, and several members are
themselves under investigation for ties to the cartels. In addition, critics have pointed out that many
commission members including president Heyne Mogollon also received money from the cartels
in the 1994 campaign, clearing creating a fundamental conflict of interest problem. "Finding the
president guilty would be an act of collective suicide," one lawmaker said privately, adding that
more than a third of the 267 members of the current Congress were elected with the help of illegal
drug money.
Since the scandal first erupted shortly after Samper's election, four Partido Liberal lawmakers
have been jailed on charges of taking drug money and 14 more are under investigation. Their
trials now overlap with the congressional inquiry into presidential conduct, and some of the
same witnesses that have testified against the lawmakers are also testifying against the president
and other cabinet members linked to the case. In the most recent action against a lawmaker, on
March 18, the Supreme Court charged former House of Representatives leader Alvaro Benedetti
Vargas in connection with the probe. In April 1955, Chief Prosecutor Valdivieso sent the Supreme
Court evidence indicating that Benedetti Vargas received checks from Cali boss Miguel Rodriguez
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Orejuela. According to Valdivieso, the checks were entered into the Cali accounting books as
"Christmas gifts."
In addition, on March 15, Valdivieso said that three more cabinet ministers were the focus of a
criminal investigation: Interior Minister Horacio Serpa, Foreign Minister Rodrigo Pardo, and
Communications Minister Juan Manuel Turbay. The three were all involved in Samper's campaign
and have been implicated to varying degrees by Samper's campaign manager and former defense
minister Fernando Botero in acts of criminal wrongdoing or efforts to cover up drug-related
corruption. Botero has testified that last November he met with government officials to map out a
strategy to pressure the judiciary to remove Valdivieso from office. Botero said that the meetings at
the military base where he is being detained were attended by Serpa and Pardo.
Samper's former campaign treasurer, Santiago Medina, who was the first to accuse the president
of knowing that drug money had entered the campaign coffers, testified before the Accusations
Commission on March 18 that Serpa handled at least US$4 million during the campaign, despite
Serpa's insistence that he did not handle any money. Medina also testified that he had warned
Samper on at least ten occasions of the problem of drug-money contributions. Pardo, who was in
charge of media relations during Samper's campaign, took a temporary leave on March 19 as a
result of the investigation. He said he will return to office on April 8, 11 days after his appearance
before the Supreme Court. "In this way, I hope at all costs to prevent my personal situation from
interfering in the normal work of the Foreign Ministry, and it will give me time to prepare my
testimony," Pardo said.
During the last week in March, Serpa, Pardo, and Turbay all testified before the Supreme
Court. Meanwhile, on March 26, Samper testified for ten hours in his office before Accusations
Commission president Mogollon. Meanwhile, adding fuel to the fire, in addition to the charges
related to drug-money contributions, in mid-February the Electoral Commission (Consejo Nacional
Electoral) said Samper's campaign spending in 1994 had exceeded the legal maximum. Although the
law prohibits any candidate from spending more than US$5 million on the campaign, according to
the CNE, Samper spent more than US$10 million. It is the responsibility of the candidate to ensure
that spending does not exceed the set limit.
Moreover, Valdivieso's office says that the origin of at least US$3.8 million is unclear and could have
come from the Cali cartel. Allegations have recently been made that Samper held a fund raising
dinner three days before the runoff election in June 1994, which was attended by Victor Patino, one
of the top Cali leaders, who donated between US$25,000 and US$100,000. Patino, who turned himself
in last June, was recently sentenced to 18 years in prison, which the judge immediately reduced to
nine, causing indignation both in Colombia and in the US. "I don't know how the guy gets up in the
morning," one diplomat said recently, referring to Samper's political problems and the catalog of
pressing issues that seem to be taking a back seat as the president fights to stay in office.
The diplomat said that Samper's "crisis presidency" looks increasingly incapable of governing the
country. "He's done nothing but defend himself for months now," said the diplomat. "The country is
on the verge of anarchy," added Miguel Gomez, who stepped down recently as deputy comptroller
general, citing unbridled corruption in public offices. Nevertheless, a European diplomat said
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Samper is playing a clever game and may be able to cling to power indefinitely by playing on public
apathy after decades of drug-related corruption in government and the weakness of Colombia's
divided political opposition parties. "He'll just drag it out," the diplomat said of Samper's response
to the latest congressional investigation.
Since the crisis resurfaced, Samper has proposed various strategies for resolving the problems:
a referendum; a public debate; and a quick, open investigation rather than a closed hearing
as stipulated by law. The debate "cannot remain reduced to a sterile boxing match among the
president, Congress, and the prosecutor's office," said Samper. He said the hearings would establish
"whether Colombia is, as some think, a 'narcodemocracy,' or the contrary which most Colombians
believe a country that has resisted the pounding of drug trafficking thanks to its institutions."
On March 20, Congress voted to make part of the investigation public. It needs presidential approval
to become law, a near-certainty since Samper proposed the legislation. Meanwhile, opposition
leaders say the situation in Colombia is irrevocably moving from bad to worse. "We can only hope
that the president has a moment of clarity and resigns," said former justice minister Enrique Parejo,
adding that Samper has to realize it is in his country's best interest that he step down. The list of
those urging Samper to resign grows by the day, and includes former presidents Alfonso Lopez,
Cesar Gaviria, Victor Mosquera, and Julio Cesar Turbay. In addition, Pedro Rubiano, president of
the Bishops' Conference (Conferencia Episcopal de Colombia, CEC) said that for the good of the
country, the president should step aside. The CAC has also spoken out about the national crisis.
"The country is morally sick," the CAC statement said. "Today's national drama is a sign that
drug trafficking has invaded all spheres of our democratic, economic, professional, and social
life." Rubiano's statement was followed by a call from the country's moderate left signed by
13 deputies from the Alianza Democratica M-19, the Alianza Social Indigena, the Corriente de
Renovacion Socialista (CRS), the Partido Comunista de Colombia (PCC), the Union Patriotica, and
the Partido Obrero Revolucionario for Samper to step down and call new elections. "The country
is being shaken to its foundation, and is left confused and indignant by the unfolding events,"
read the deputies' statement. At the same time, they said Colombians should not have to "pay the
consequences of bad government, corruption, and power struggles."
On March 21, reports surfaced that Samper had met with his predecessor, Cesar Gaviria, and other
former presidents (including Alfonso Lopez Michelsen and Belisario Betancur) to discuss holding
elections before the end of this year, rather than in the first half of 1998 as scheduled. Samper's
term ends Aug. 7, 1998. While it was the first concrete sign that Samper might be loosening his
grip on power, he insisted that the congressional probe be completed before elections or any other
measures are taken to ensure what he called the country's "governability."
The Consejo Nacional Gremial (CNG), comprising organizations from the 15 major productive
sectors in the country, met in late March to analyze the most recent developments, and they
supported the proposal for early elections. However, the suggestion met with considerable
skepticism as well, since it would require a constitutional amendment. Despite his proposal for early
elections, Samper still adamantly rejects the idea of resigning. "I don't believe that my resignation
would magically solve the problem of governability," Samper said in an interview with the daily
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newspaper El Tiempo. (Sources: Deutsche Press Agentur, 03/15/96; Inter Press Service, 02/13/96,
02/14/96, 02/19/96, 03/15/96, 03/22/96; Reuter, 02/16/96, 02/18/96, 02/21/96, 02/23/96, 02/27/96,
03/15/96, 03/19-22/96, 03/24/96; New York Times, 02/15/96, 02/16/96, 03/27/96; Agence France-Presse,
02/18-20/96, 03/15/96, 03/18/96, 03/19/96, 03/22-24/96, 03/26/96, 03/27/96)
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